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With the same subject matter of the agricultural worker, John Steinbeck’s In 
Dubious Battle (1936), Of Mice and Men (1937) and The Grapes of Wrath (1939) are 
collectively called “the worker trilogy.” Since the issue of the agricultural worker was 
the focus of public attention during the Great Depression, Steinbeck’s worker trilogy 
was widely read in the 1930s, and categorized by many critics as proletarian fiction. 
Such an oversimplified criticism remained the mainstream in the United States until 
the 1960s when the critics began to focus on Steinbeck’s craftsmanship. Afterwards 
few critics in America studied the social message and thought embedded in 
Steinbeck’s worker trilogy. Steinbeck’s worker trilogy was introduced to China in the 
early 1940s. Since China was then in the Sino-Japanese War and the Civil War, it was 
natural that Steinbeck’s worker trilogy was labeled proletarian fiction and taken as a 
class weapon against capitalism. However, as the class-centered perspective went out 
of fashion in China in the 1980s, Steinbeck’s worker trilogy has almost been forgotten 
and rarely studied by Chinese critics.  
Although there has been no consistent criticism among critics about Steinbeck’s 
worker trilogy, it has been warmly received by the reading public ever since its 
publication. The timely subject matter did contribute to the warm reception of 
Steinbeck’s trilogy in the thirties, but the more important contributor to the lasting 
appeal has been the insightful and balanced interpretation of the 1930s American 
society, in which the traditional American thought is embedded and no political 
leanings are revealed. It is too hasty to label Steinbeck’s worker trilogy proletarian 
fiction judging only from its subject matter of the 1930s migrant workers. However, it 
will lead to misreading or shallow understanding of Steinbeck’s worker trilogy if its 
historical context is completely disregarded. My thesis aims to offer a more balanced 
reading of Steinbeck’s trilogy so as to complement the existing criticism and to reveal 














The Introduction part outlines the two phases of the criticism of Steinbeck’s 
worker trilogy. The critics at the first phase tended to label the trilogy proletarian 
fiction for the subject matter it deals with; after the 1960s, the critical perspective 
gradually shifted to the aesthetic aspects of the novels. It is made clear in this part that 
my thesis aims at achieving a more balanced understanding of the trilogy. Chapter 
One explores the trilogy’s features that are related to the Depression era and generally 
argues that Steinbeck’s worker trilogy is not formulaic proletarian fiction but an 
insightful interpretation of the 1930s America. Chapter Two analyzes In Dubious 
Battle and Of Mice and Men to reveal the worries over the radical movements and the 
harsh reality of American society in the 1930s, and thus to prove that the trilogy is not 
proletarian fiction with strong political leanings. Chapter Three focuses on the main 
characters’ transformation from “I” to “we” in The Grapes of Wrath. The traditional 
American thought and the promising future embodied in the novel are revealed. The 
Conclusion part points out the timeless appeal of Steinbeck’s worker trilogy: the 
trilogy’s balanced “non-proletarian” interpretation of the 1930s American society is 
very illuminating for readers of different times to observe and interpret the social 
situation then. 
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John Steinbeck’s In Dubious Battle (1936), Of Mice and Men (1937) and The 
Grapes of Wrath (1939) are collectively known as “the worker trilogy” or “the labor 
trilogy” for their same subject matter—the migrant agricultural worker. Since 
Steinbeck’s worker trilogy was published in the 1930s when Americans were 
undergoing an unprecedented economic crisis and the issues of migrant workers and 
strikes were the focuses of public attention in the Great Depression, it is 
understandable that the trilogy was regarded as a direct reflection of the severe 
situation of the time, and drew intensive attention from Steinbeck’s contemporaries. 
Thus, Steinbeck became the most widely read writer of the time. The first published 
one in Steinbeck’s worker trilogy—In Dubious Battle—was awarded the annual Gold 
Medal of the Commonwealth Club of California in 1936. As Steinbeck’s first attempt 
in using the migrant worker as the subject matter, it shocked the reader with the newly 
adopted subject, and “increased Steinbeck’s prestige as an author” (Moore 84). The 
second one—Of Mice and Men—brought Steinbeck national popularity. It was taken 
as a Book-of-the Month Club selection and “75,000 copies were sold in a lump” 
within two weeks (86). Besides, Of Mice and Men was staged and warmly received. It 
was performed on Broadway, and within nine weeks, “it ran for 207 performances and 
won the New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award” (Benson, Looking for Steinbeck’s 
Ghost 45). Steinbeck reached the high point of his career as a writer with the 
publication of the third one in his worker trilogy—The Grapes of Wrath. According to 
Robert DeMott’s research, shortly after its publication, The Grapes of Wrath received 
nearly 150 reviews, most of which were “positive” (xi). For most time of the first year 
after its publication, The Grapes of Wrath remained a best seller, “selling 428, 900 
copies in hardcover at $2.75 each” (xi). In 1941, Sun Dial Press announced that “more 
than 543,000 copies had already been sold” (DeMott xi). The Grapes of Wrath won 















However, this novel caused a bitter controversy over the factual accuracy of 
Steinbeck’s depiction of the migrant workers’ living conditions. Many Americans, 
especially those in Oklahoma, believed this novel was inaccurate and misleading, with 
some claiming it to be “the vilest propaganda” (Shockley 351). Defenses of the book’s 
accuracy were no less vehement. Some supporters, including the First Lady Mrs. 
Roosevelt, overtly praised Steinbeck for telling the truth. The curiosity of the reading 
public was greatly aroused in such a heated debate, and that might explain why The 
Grapes of Wrath “sold sensationally and became the best seller second only to Gone 
with the Wind” though it was banned in many states (352). 
The timely subject matter of “the worker trilogy” brought Steinbeck not only a 
wide readership, but also the label as a left-wing writer. His worker trilogy was 
categorized as proletarian fiction by most of his contemporary readers and critics. 
Harry Thornton Moore, author of the first book on Steinbeck, reads In Dubious Battle 
as “significantly built on the symbols of community and communism” (40). 
According to him, this book was praised as “one of the most impressive proletarian 
novels” by the Sunday Worker, an influential Communist newspaper at that time (42). 
Although Of Mice and Men has no depiction about strikes, it was nevertheless 
frequently reviewed as a work to provoke “class hatred” (Hays 82). As to The Grapes 
of Wrath, the most widely read one in the trilogy, Joseph Warren Beach considers it 
“perhaps the finest example so far produced in the United States of the proletarian 
novel” (327). It is even included in W. B. Rideout’s The Radical Novel in the United 
States (1900-1954). Through examination of the worker trilogy and Steinbeck’s early 
works, Barker Fairley observes that Steinbeck masters “a popular, socialist, genuinely 
sympathetic treatment of ordinary life” and has developed into a proletarian writer 
with the worker trilogy (145-161). This was the mainstream of Steinbeck criticism 
until late in the 1950s. Although some critics, such as Edmund Wilson, criticized 
Steinbeck for “assimilating the human beings to animals” (785), they did not go 
against the tendency that classified Steinbeck as left-wing. On the contrary, their 
harshest criticism that condemned the trilogy as merely “Communist propaganda” 













Degree papers are in the “Xiamen University Electronic Theses and Dissertations Database”. Full
texts are available in the following ways: 
1. If your library is a CALIS member libraries, please log on http://etd.calis.edu.cn/ and submit
requests online, or consult the interlibrary loan department in your library. 
2. For users of non-CALIS member libraries, please mail to etd@xmu.edu.cn for delivery details.
厦
门
大
学
博
硕
士
论
文
摘
要
库
